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Effective Instructional Practice:

Using Instructor Power Effectively
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Power is conceptualized as an individual’s ability to influence another person to
action (Richmond & McCroskey, 1984). In the classroom, instructor power use is
considered central to effective teaching because “if a teacher does not exert influence in
a classroom, that teacher cannot enhance student learning” (Richmond & McCroskey,
1984, p. 125). The exertion of power is one instructor behavior that is omnipresent
within the classroom (Hurt, Scott, & McCroskey, 1978). What this means that at any
point of time during instruction, you will exercise a form of power in the classroom. The
five types of power you use in the classroom are coercive power, legitimate power,
reward power, referent power, and expert power (McCroskey & Richmond, 1983;
Roach, Richmond, & Mottet, 2006).

Coercive power stems from students’ perceptions that instructors are able to
punish or remove positive elements from them. Legitimate power stems from the
assigned role that instructors possess. Reward power stems from students’ perceptions
that instructors can reward them or remove negative elements from them. Referent
power stems from the relationships that students develop with their instructors, and
students’ desires to identify with and please them. Expert power stems from students’
perceptions that their instructors are competent and knowledgeable about the specific
subject area they are teaching. These five types of power can be separated into two
categories of power: prosocial power and antisocial power (Richmond, 1990). Prosocial

power includes the use of referent power, reward power, and expert power, whereas



antisocial power includes the use of coercive power and legitimate power (Goodboy &
Bolkan, 2011; Richmond & McCroskey, 1984).

Using power effectively in the classroom is important for three reasons. First,
instructor power use has both positive and negative consequences for student learning
(Richmond, 1990; Richmond & McCroskey, 1984). For instance, when instructors use
prosocial power (i.e., referent, reward, and expert), students’ report higher levels of
cognitive learning, affective learning, and state motivation. When instructors use
antisocial power (i.e., coercive, legitimate), students’ report lower levels of cognitive
learning, affective learning, and state motivation. Second, the types of power that
instructors utilize influences students’ perceptions of them. Students perceive
instructors as credible, confirming, understanding, and “better” when their they use
prosocial power (Finn, 2012; Teven & Herring, 2005; Schrodt, Witt, & Turman, 2007,
Turman & Schrodt, 2006).

Third, students’ communication with their instructors differs based on the type of
power instructors use in the classroom. Students report being more motivated to
communicate with their instructors for relational, functional, and participatory reasons
when these instructors use prosocial power; they report being more motivated to
communicate with their instructors for excuse-making and sycophantic reasons when
these instructors use antisocial power (Goodboy & Bolkan, 2011). Furthermore,
students indicate that they use more prosocial influence messages when their
instructors use prosocial power, whereas they use more antisocial influence messages
when their instructors use antisocial power (Golish & Olson, 2000).

Five Tips on Using Instructor Power in the Classroom



1. Because your use of power can have both positive and negative influences on
student learning, you should strive to limit your use of antisocial power (i.e., coercive
power, legitimate power) and increase your use of prosocial power (i.e., referent power,
reward power, and expert power) in the classroom.

2. As the number of international students in U.S. classrooms increases
(Wadsworth, Hecht, & Jung, 2008; Zhang, 2007), it is important for you to be able to
navigate the communication challenges that may arise between you and these
students. To do so, you can increase your understanding of how students from various
cultural backgrounds respond to instructors’ use of power. For instance, in France,
students report higher levels of cognitive learning when instructors use coercive power
(Roach, Cornett-DeVitto, & DeVitto, 2005). In Germany, students report low levels of
cognitive learning when instructors use referent power (Roach & Byrne, 2001). Because
your classroom may include international students, you should not altogether stop using
antisocial power bases or start using only prosocial power bases. However, you should
be aware that, at times, using coercive power may increase student learning and using
referent power may decrease student learning.

3. Students and instructors may differ in their perceptions about the type of
power instructors exert most in the classroom. For instance, students have reported that
instructors use coercive power more and expert power at a lesser rate instructors
believe they do (McCroskey & Richmond, 1983). To ensure that you and your students’
share similar perceptions of your power use, pay attention to the reasons why your
students communicate with you as reasons may indirectly be related to your use of

particular power bases (e.g., Goodboy & Bolkan, 2011).



4. For many students, their use of power in the classroom is linked to the type of
power their instructors use (Golish & Olson, 2000). Should you desire to have your
students use more prosocial influence messages when interacting with you, you will
want to increase your use of prosocial power. For instance, if you acknowledge your
students for doing well on an assignment (i.e., reward power), you may find that your
students reward you by working diligently on future assignments.

5. Your students’ perceptions of your credibility are also connected to your power
use (Teven & Herring, 2005). To positively influence your classroom credibility, learn
your students name to indicate that you care about them (i.e., referent power), write
your students letters of recommendation for future jobs (i.e., reward power), or share
current information about the subject matter you are teaching with your students (i.e.,
expert power).

Assessing Your Use of Instructor Power

To assess your use of instructor power, do so by completing either the 30-item
Teacher Power Use Scale (Schrodt et al., 2007) or the 20-item Power Base Measure
(Roach, 1995).
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